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Last month, sea-ice cover in the Arctic 
extended to just 5.95 million square 
kilometres — 1.68 million square 
kilometres less than the average 
between 1979 and 2000. While 
native fauna such as polar bears are 
threatened by dwindling summer sea 
ice, commercial opportunities are 
opening up in this newly accessible 
summer sea and are being pursued 
apace.
 The first commercial supertanker 
succeeded in traversing the so-called 
north-east route through the Arctic from 
Russia to China. The vessel Baltica 
carried 70,000 tonnes of gas from 
Murmansk in Russia to Ningbo in China 
without having to use the traditional 
route via the Suez Canal. Called the 
north-east passage by the British, when 
they saw themselves at the centre 
of the world, it has seen many ships 
frozen and crews perish in the severe 
conditions. One of the first to explore 
the route was Sir Hugh Willoughby in 
1553, an explorer sponsored by the 
Company of Merchant Adventurers to 
New Lands. But the ship got stuck in 
ice and the crew froze to death.
William Barents, a Dutch adventurer, 
tried some years later but had his ship 
crushed by ice and died in 1597. But 
he was commemorated by the naming 
of the Barents Sea.
More recently, Russian traders have 
explored and mapped the route and 
have managed small- scale trade in 
fuel and other goods since the 1930s. 
News focus
But the collapse of the Soviet Union 
brought an end to such efforts and 
international shippers were sceptical 
about the route. Last autumn, 
however, two German vessels became 
the first European cargo ships to 
navigate the route with 3,500 tonnes 
of building materials.
But the latest achievement is a 
giant tanker, which managed to pass 
through the route in just 11 days — 
half the time it would have taken via 
the Suez Canal. The journey was 
13,000 kilometres compared with 
22,000 kilometres by the traditional 
route. “Never before has a ship 
of this size passed via the north-
east passage,” the ship’s captain, 
Alexander Nikiforov, said in an 
interview with Russian television.
It is estimated that the use of this 
route could be four-times cheaper in 
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Retreat: Summer Arctic sea ice is reducing substantially from amounts seen just a quarter of a century ago. (Photo: Alamy.)
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terms of fuel and charter charges than 
the conventional route. The boats are 
escorted by Russian nuclear-powered 
icebreakers to clear ice from the 
passage.
The Russian government estimates 
that it could increase traffic from two 
million tonnes to 30 million tonnes as 
ships get bigger and the season gets 
longer through climate change.
The government aims to make 
money by providing an indispensable 
service guiding ships through the 
passage with specialist divers and oil 
spill clean-up equipment onboard the 
icebreakers.
It is still not clear how much money 
could be saved by vessels heading 
north to the Pacific rather than south, 
but the German ships saved $300,000 
on the price of their voyage via the 
northern route. A supertanker carrying 
30 times their cargo in oil or gas could 
save a lot more.
Interest is also growing in the 
north-west passage — from the 
north Atlantic via the Canadian Arctic 
to the Pacific. Stephen Howell and 
colleagues at Environment Canada 
reported at the beginning of last 
month that sea ice conditions through 
the passage were light. But sea ice 
was still present at the mouth of 
the M’Clure Straight, in the central 
Viscount-Melville Sound and in Larsen 
Sound. As a result neither the northern 
or southern route through the north-
west passage were completely clear 
of ice. But sea ice in the northern 
route was last month well below the 
1968–2000 summer average.
This year’s early clearing of sea ice 
probably resulted from record warm 
temperatures in the spring over the 
western Canadian Arctic, according 
to the National Snow and Ice Data 
Center (NSIDC). But this likely added 
to the decline in older, multiyear ice 
in the channel over recent years. 
Spring 2010 was the warmest in the 
region since 1948 with some regions 
of the western Canadian Arctic more 
than 6ºC above normal. These warm 
conditions helped break up the 
ice early in the northern route and 
researchers believe this route may 
have been open this year, although 
scattered sea ice would have 
remained a problem for navigation.
Conditions in the north-west 
passage are quite variable and do not 
necessarily reflect overall conditions 
in the Arctic, says the NSIDC. 
However, today’s conditions “would 
likely astonish nineteenth-century 
explorers such as McClure, Franklin 
and Amundsen. In upcoming decades, 
the passage will be increasingly likely 
to open during the summer.”
The thawing conditions have 
allowed investigators to look for the 
wrecks of vessels of early explorers 
seeking to navigate the north-west 
passage.
The latest achievement is a 
giant tanker, which managed 
to pass through the route in 
just 11 days – half the time it 
would have taken via the Suez 
Canal.
In July, the wreckage of the HMS 
Investigator, which sank on an 
expedition led by Robert McClure 
in the 1850s, was found. McClure 
had set out to search for the 
Franklin expedition, which had gone 
missing after leaving Baffin Island 
for the north-west passage in 1845. 
McClure’s boat became trapped in ice 
for two winters before the crew were 
rescued by another ship. But all 128 
men on the Franklin expedition died.
It was another 50 years before 
the Norwegian, Roald Amundsen, 
successfully navigated the passage, 
although the voyage took two years.
While new pressures are growing on 
navigation, there are also increasing 
efforts to exploit the summer ocean, 
such as oil prospecting. Greenpeace 
launched a protest at test drills off 
Greenland by the Scottish Cairn 
Energy group last month, but 
prospecting is going ahead. 
Climate change looks set to 
transform the Arctic and its fauna.
Opportunities: Many commercial interests are looking to exploit the declining summer Arctic 
ice. (Photo: Alamy.)
